Can moral properties be reduced to natural properties?

Arguably, normative ethical theories are futile unless we first discuss and discern the meaning of ethical terminology such as ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Hence, it is essential to examine all corners of metaethics and consider the nature of moral properties, the value or insignificance of moral judgements and in what way we should categorise them. This essay will examine why the moral realist is correct in positing that ethical propositions are cognitive and worthy of being treated the same as statements about natural properties, exploring various forms of naturalism, emotivism as well as evolution, deontology and consequentialism. 

[bookmark: _Int_lTCyGSeu][bookmark: _Int_PkXH9JX4]The fundamental properties of morality, such as ‘fair’ or ‘harmful’, might be considered under a scrutinising microscope as simple subjective descriptions placed onto actions, people or affairs based on individual observation and opinion. However, this is far too reductionist and undermines the visible universal truth in morality, where billions of people can collectively agree on matters such as; murder is inherently wrong and charity is always good. [footnoteRef:30521] Logical positivist, A.J. Ayer makes this diminution of moral properties. His position that anything holding truth must be synthetic or analytic, reduces moral statements to unverifiable meaninglessness, mere emotional expressions disguised as assertions. The danger in reducing ‘wrong’ and ‘right’ to symbols that evoke internal feelings, is that serious moral issues of rape and murder become things one merely has unpleasant personal feelings about, not objectively wrong-doings, and is simply equivalent to saying “Boo to murder” as opposed to being factually correct in that it is definitively evil. [footnoteRef:32689] James Rachels expresses the same response of absurdity regarding this reductionism saying, that whilst moral language is indeed used to express attitudes, “in denying that moral language is fact-stating, emotivism seems to be denying an obvious truth.”  It is evident that contrarily to what Ayer states, that moral judgements do in fact appeal to reason in the same way as nature statements. If I said, “I love coffee” this requires reasoning, but as does the statement “Stealing is wrong” or they are both arbitrary.  [30521:  Ayer, A.J. Language, Truth and Logic. Chapter 6. Gollancz Ltd. (1936). Quoted in Critique of Ethics and Theology. Available at: https://ethicsintroduction.weebly.com/uploads/4/4/6/2/44624607/ayer_emotivism.pdf. (Accessed 07/01/26).]  [32689:  Rachels, J. Rachels, S. The Elements of Moral Philosophy. Chapter 3, Subjectivism in Ethics. (2018).  9th Edition, McGraw-Hill. Available at: https://assignmenttask.com/answers/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/The-Elements-of-Moral-Philosophy-8th-Edition-1-1.pdf.  (Accessed 07/01/26).] 


Therefore, the naturalist position, [footnoteRef:23293] whereby moral properties can be located in the natural world, allows moral judgements to hold worth and truth, which is far more logically compatible with the fact that a large majority of people agree that murder and sexual assault are penal offences. [footnoteRef:26544] Our judicial system in the UK will invariably imprison or in some way deliver a punishment as a consequence of murder, differentiating only in cases of self-defence or reduced responsibility due to insanity,[footnoteRef:6626] a system that is vastly supported, with 80-90% of British people believing that murder should result in whole-life sentences. This is a salient undeniable fact to consider when deciding on whether moral judgements possess objective truth. If here we were to endorse Ayer’s position, do we simply say that the majority of a nation are collectively making a non-cognitive, meaningless claim? This is a nonsensical consensus – it instead clearly shows that we must make moral propositions rooted in the natural world, as if they were merely internal and individual expressions, they would surely differ in a more drastic way. The extent of agreement is some form of proof that there is an objectivity to morality, without resolving where or who it is prescribed from, and presents a logical inconsistency with anti-realism. Ethical naturalism would posit that ‘good’ is a natural property as much as ‘temperature’, ‘speed’ or ‘mass’ are, and that that good can be known independently of human opinion, linked intrinsically to existing actions – a stance much more agreeable since empirical evidence exists within the natural world to justifiably state the morality of things. [23293:  Stefon, M. (2025). Ethical Naturalism. Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/ethical-naturalism. (Accessed 08/01/26).]  [26544:  GOV.UK. (2011). Types of prison sentences. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/types-of-prison-sentence/life-sentences. Accessed (08/01/26).]  [6626:  YouGov. (2013). Majorities of the British public believe whole life sentences are appropriate for every kind of murder. Available at: https://ygo-assets-websites-editorial-emea.yougov.net/documents/YG-Archive-prison-sentence-results-160513-life-sentences-death-penalities_6nDKRT0.pdf. (Accessed 08/01/26).] 


For example, if I consider two statements, “water is one part oxygen and two parts hydrogen” and “Hitler was a bad person,” the first is typically categorised as a factual proposition, and the latter an ethical proposition. However, for good reason the second is equally as verifiable. This is because moral agents can look at the empirical evidence and prove his cruelty, deceit and hatred. Official documents of mass-murder, eyewitness and/or victim testimonies and contemporary photographs are examples of synthetic ‘a posteriori’ evidence. Therefore, with a handwritten confession and set-out plan to impose a racial hierarchy and eradication of an entire race (Mein Kampf) one can surely deduce Hitler as a factually, objective, truthfully bad person. To pass this off as an emotional utterance or simply saying “Boo Hitler... Boo genocide... Boo ethnic cleansing” is a complete illogical mistake. This strongly conveys that moral properties can be regarded as natural properties. 

Interestingly, it is defensible that considering moral properties as natural ones, is in fact more congruous with scientific thinking. This is apparent with the rise of evolutionary ethics, the theory that humanity’s ethical beliefs are rooted in our genetic development. [footnoteRef:20218] Evolutionary biologist, Richard Dawkins, displays a belief that humanity’s brains have been shaped by natural selection. He accepts that socialisation and philanthropy is explained by the fact that “A gene can achieve its own selfish goals by fostering a limited form of altruism.” The important insight from this, is that morality can be empirically studied and verified in the same way as any other aspect of evolution. [footnoteRef:29175] Additionally, F.H Bradley’s formulation of an ideal middle-ground naturalist position, a fusion of the best aspects from Epicurean hedonism (a focus on the community) and Kantian ethics (real individual moral duties) is an ethical theory strongly supportive of the idea that moral propositions rest upon being demonstrated as true or false, and are grounded in reality. [footnoteRef:25445] His idea that we can identify our societal role through observation of the natural world we live in means we perceive the destructive nature of certain acts and deduce that they are wrong, and the constructive nature of other acts deducing them as right. This proves not only that it is our duty to pursue what is right, but that the moral property of ‘right’ itself is natural and known through reason, disproving Ayer’s view that the concepts of right and wrong are mere emotional utterances. Bradley presents a concept of finding and fulfilling the true self through establishing a duty, or as he put it, finding ourselves “when we have found our [...] function as an organ of the social organism.” This is achieved through empirical observation of society, which lends to the point that humans collaboratively and fundamentally agree on what is right and wrong, using discernment and the same process of empiricism and study used within other scientific disciplines.  [20218:  Dawkins, R. The Selfish Gene. Chapter 1. Oxford University Press. (2016). Quoted in LitCharts. Available at: https://www.litcharts.com/lit/the-selfish-gene/quotes. (Accessed 10/01/26).]  [29175:  Candlish, S. Bradley, Francis Herbert (1846-1924): Ethics. Routledge Encylopedia of Philosophy. (2020). Available at: https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/biographical/bradley-francis-herbert-1846-1924/v-1. (Accessed 10/01/26).]  [25445:  Bradley, F.H. (1876). Ethical Studies, Essay V: My Station and Its Duties. Available at: https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.201456/page/n5/mode/2up. (Accessed 10/01/26).] 

It is pre-empted that one might argue that an attempt to conflate morality with natural properties will produce an open question, one where an answer cannot be necessarily deduced from the premise. [footnoteRef:24808] This is presented by G.E Moore who seeks to succeed in proving moral properties as perpetually non-factual, claiming that defining them limits or reduces the concepts entirely. For example, if one associates ‘bad’ with cruelty, it restricts the property from referring to lying, cheating, harming etc. However, the open-question argument rests upon moral terms functioning in the same way as attributes, [footnoteRef:17029] similarly to how Anselm’s ontological argument for the existence of God relies on ‘existence’ being one of God’s features, but in the same way Kant criticised this assumption, we should certainly have reservations about the assumption from Moore. To say the property ‘bad’ is one which cannot be analysed, is to assume it is stand-alone and uninvolved in our evaluation of anything, yet this is flawed. To truly ask whether a particular thing is ‘bad’ is incomplete unless we are applying it to existing standards. If I ask if the same thing is ‘bad’ for humans, studying the social survival or emotional growth of humanity, then I could indeed treat the property as empirically definable, relative to its negative impact on the life-form we are discussing. Suppose I said murder is wrong, this is a factual, evaluative truth grounded in natural properties, because biologically, humans possess survival instincts. [footnoteRef:4952] This is corroborated by the neo-Aristotelian naturalist position, considerate of integrating modern science with the idea that ethics are a part of human nature. Philippa Foot, in specific, goes a long way to prove that moral properties can be empirically answered when we measure it to how well it helps the organism to flourish. The nature and function of an action itself can be definitively wrong or right as the standards of any particular deed are integrated within it, not assigned to it externally or arbitrarily. This is a key idea of Foot, known as internal normativity, and lends to the position of moral properties being expressed the same as natural properties.  [24808:  Verbeek, C. (2011). The Open Question Argument. Universiteit Leiden. Available at: https://scholarlypublications.universiteitleiden.nl/access/item:2867169/view. (Accessed 11/01/26).]  [17029:  Plantinga, A. (1996). Kant’s Objection to the Ontological Argument. The Journal of Philosophy. Volume LXIII, No. 19. Page 538. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/2024217?seq=2. (Accessed 11/01/26).]  [4952: Moosavi, P. (2022). Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism as Ethical Naturalism. Journal of Moral Philosophy. Pages 335-345. Available at: https://brill.com/view/journals/jmp/19/4/article-p335_001.xml?language=en&srsltid=AfmBOoqO7_upHxVGsoU1SD4P7C0uC8CGQtnpW9oVf6sXDVMrqUkUqXxy&ebody=pdf-130820. (Accessed 11/01/26).] 


[bookmark: _Int_RX3AyY30][bookmark: _Int_7E65uF7v]It is not just that denying moral properties as natural ones lessens moral judgements to unreasoned emotions, which as examined has clear coherent instability, it also subsequently brings into question the validity of punishment and issuing blame for ‘wrong.’ If we strip the truth from immoral actions, and moral judgements are accepted merely as approval or disapproval, this would have detrimental consequences on society. Murder is an act that we must acknowledge as inherently wrong. If we diminish this to be an act that you can only express disagreement with, lives would be put in danger as this logic does not necessitate punishment. As humans it is obvious that we cast blame from a shared ethical understanding, that perpetrators could have chosen to do otherwise and/or that alternative reasons external of them and implemented by culture or customs exist for them not to commit their crime. Despite one’s internal desires and motivations, normative reasons exist outside of each person’s psychological state. Ultimately, if acts that inflict death, pain, harm and torture, are not labelled definitively as ‘wrong’ or ‘immoral’ then the consequences on society are scary. Failure to accept moral properties in the same light as natural properties in these instances, dangerously provides an excuse for evil, doesn’t demand punishment and by knock-on effect, risks the safety of other moral agents. [footnoteRef:4554] Bernard William’s appears to express a similar concern when he says that without the morality system’s “ultimately pure justice, there is no justice.”  Whilst this isn’t a direct comment on blame, insisting that justice is itself a legitimate and true notion, recognises that blame is a moral response grounded in objective observance of the world, not a simple emotional expression. His stance that people are accountable supports moral responsibility and properties being more than abstract.  [4554:  Higgins, C. (2010). Work and Flourishing: Williams’ Critique of Morality and its Implications for Professional Ethics. Journal of Philosophy of Education. Available at: https://academic.oup.com/jope/article/44/2-3/211/6895821. (Accessed 11/01/26).] 

To conclude, since oversimplifying moral properties to a set of beliefs, with no objectivity or sense of truth, clearly impacts accountability and condemnation of immoral behaviour, it is evidently more reasonable to place a value on morals, the same way we do with natural properties. In addition, the proof of moral properties being observable in the natural empirical world discredits the basis of emotivism (the verification principle), and its inference that moral properties are meaningless, non-cognitive, and lacking any truth. 
(2,039 words)
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